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The joufmalisté making up the panels for political debates have major
roles in determining the success oé the event. As a fesult_of the formats
negotiated for the debates by the League‘ of Wo.men Yoters, the journalists had
virtually exc,lusive control over the topics t.hat the candidates would be asked
to discuss. Although the tandidates in 1980 could (an'gl occasionally d.\q',d) deviate
from the stated quest.ions, they could only ignore the questions at the ‘peril 'of .
appearing evasive and mtr*ustwor*tl?y. In their assessmem: of the Carter-Ford
debates, Lloyd Bitzer and Theodore Rueter commented that "These panelists --
all well-known reporters 01;* columnists —-- could be expected to influengé the
- character of the debates to some extent simply because of their unique per-
sonalities and interests." The 1976 panelists hac‘l the not inconsequential
"responsibility for establishing a debate égenda of significant queétions and
, t'opics."l In the 1980 debates, journalists agaiﬁ four;d themselves at the :/orftex
| of \‘\the Tmost ‘impor*‘cant events of the presidential election. Indeed, the extent
\ _ :
to v\)hlch the voters obtained an accurate view of the presidential candidates and
the dampalgn issues in 1980 can be measured in. large part by how well the panel-
mn/‘ ists erved th°1r pﬁr:;;g;e S:unply considering the time taken up in the program
by the questiénem (over thirteen minutes in the Reagan-Carter debate, for exam-
ple), it can be seen ’thé.lt the journalist.s were much more than interested
bystanders in the debate. “ .
'I"his essay, then, will assess the effect of the jour‘nalists/panelists on
the ;two major presidential debates of 1980. It will examiné the quality of the *

A

questions pos‘?d, the value of the topics chosen by the panel for debate, and the
T TImpact of  the debate fbrma‘t/ on the jowrnalists' role.
\ Before analyzing the quality of the questions, it is essential to examine .

a key issue: should the panelists' questions be designed to extqact new
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insights on the candidates and their policy positions (thereby cutting new groun {
in the\a\/'ca.npaig:n); ~0r should the qu;agtions be aesigned simply to .set thétopics
for} discussion -- 1ea://i.ng it to the candidates to argue thelmer'its of their
respective policies through their ciebate e;xchénges? If the panelists take it
upon themselves to "cornér" the'candidates, -they take an adve‘rsariél ro.le.
There is a tendency for the panel.ists to assume this role. M;Iic remarked in
his -sty of the 1§76 ‘debates:’ "Because politicians are professional rhetors
and journalists are professional inquisitors, the debates in faf:t provided, for )
tﬁoseiwho could ol;sérve i't, the spec{aclé of a fascinating linguistig-struggle
between natural antagonists."2 '
’ ‘ 'I;le matter then becames whether the panelists s}}sulc} take on this. adversarialb
role in. debates which‘ suppoéedly are designed\%s have the candidates squa;’*e off
with each cther. The 1976 ‘debates provided many ;axamples of antagoni.stic qués-
tions, which prompted Bitzer and Rueter to contend that, ';both the argumentation .,
and the hestility embedded in many questions demonstra‘ée the adversary role
assumed by the panelists. The candidates' antagonist frequently proved to be thg
panelist,lot the other candidaté."3 1t should be pointed out that~the format c?f '

the 1976-*debates," which ‘was more like a dual press confe}ence, probably helped

to promote this adversarial relationship. . ] .

A number: of problems exist for the journalist who assumes the antagonist
role in the debate. First, in order to effeém the candidates to take
positions on "new" topics (subjects not previously covered in the press), the
questions will m;>re lik'ely deal with peripheral or minutely spe;:ific issues. The
problem here i.s that these are not ndrmally the ty&e;a of issues which are funda-
mentally important to voters. Iﬁdeed, the potkent/ial votery!t/\:ll gather new

informaPion from what the repqrter considers, an old questidn. " After all) most
. < ;

’ . 4




¥

voters do not follow the.campaign with the‘de_digatioh of a joumalist. Furthér,

it is unlikely that truly new insights can be ga:med by the press on candldates’

p031tlons ofi the ma]or issues, since the tandldates have firmed up speeches on

those topics by that point in the cambalgn'. 'I‘hus, the questloner is llkely to

" just frustrate himself by "going for the j$Mar,_" and only furthers théa stereo-

"a major challenge to oné candidate's qﬁalifications or views, {the panelist in
¢

. : . 4 \
typical image of the skeptical and negative journalist. Moreover, in providing
s ! ‘ >

effect becames an ally of the ‘other candidate. This i)roblem is espdcially acute
L . ‘
in debates that'occuwr late in the eampaign: Or the othep hand, debates during)

the primary campaigns better serve the function of bringing to light new or
? 7” , . . .
previously undeclared’ stands on key issue$ My a wider range of candidates ..

In order to corner a po].i‘tician into making a new policy statement the

panelists usually must list several lengthy (and not necessarlly agreed upon)

~

premises, before as}clno & particular question. 'I'hls tends to steer attentlon

avay fram the discourse of the candidates, and 1nstead, places 1t on the interpre-

»

tation of the panelist's premises, and-the excharge between the challenged -

candidate answering to the panelists, rather than to his po’.[itical. opponent.
v o '

When panelists asgume an adversadrial role, they demonstrate an urwillingness

T0 take the role they are asked to play in the debate. This appmach.shcks a

~

lack of goodwill, and further adds to the journalists' image in insensitivity,

and desire only to "create a news story.. " When jourmalists became the antagonists

.
-

in the debate format, they become .part of making the news, rather than just're-
porting it.  Bitzer and Rueter stress these deficiendes when they say that the

adversarial tone of the 1976 debates was a "very se1r*ious\'defect."u

-

From a journalist's standpoint, a good question for a presidential debate

+

"should be much different fram a good question in a news cgnference or in a field
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'ﬁterﬂuew The latter s'ituatlons allow repeated follow—up questlons and require.

,\ .

that the ]oumallst chal’]’.enge the poht1c1an S answerss sinde the other candidate
J

is not present to serve ghat function., Becagse the real opponent( is present at

the poli%ical debate, the journzilist need noty feel responsible for this role.

If a true debate is to be realized, the journalists must pose a well-defined

uestion which sets the discussion agenda, and.clearly implies a Gebate resolytion.

en the panelists must leave the burden of debating to the candidates. themselves.

.

itzer and Rueter explain, "A debate requires starting pbi.nts consisting of issue
Statements, questioans, or proposa.tlons selected and phrased to elicit mformatlve
exchang&s and arguments between canchdates w Essentially, a panelist's question
should :unply a resolution on a topic where the candidates di\ségree‘. Once
point of‘opposition, or stasis, 1s identified and br*bugh{ for'th. a candidate's
self-interest is best served by ]ustlfylng his own pohcy, whlle also 1nd3.cat1ng
weaknesses in the opponent's pohcy o%the issue. A clash of v1ews ca.n hardly
\ realized wihen both candldates agree with the r\esolutlon 1mp]_1ed in the ques;-
tion. Good questlons can be submitted from a non-adversarial standpoint), and<
such questions can assist in direc_tiné'the debate better than poor ones.

w Sev.en criteria can be specified for phrasing good questiaons for poliﬁcal
deba\tes. After setting7 forth and justifying each criteria, they‘will be applied
in evaluating the «efforts of the panelists in the fg 80 ‘presidential debates.

These criteria are: 1) br‘evi'ty; 2) single questidn; 3) continuity in follow-up.
questions; U4) focus on an area of disagreement between the candidates; 5) free
of bias 3 6) tone of goedwill ‘rathet than hostiiity; 7) explanation and justi®

fication of significant policies.

s

1) Questions should be brief. Only a limited amount of time exiéZs for

each debate. When.the panelist - takes too much time askiﬁg a ques‘tion, e or she

@

s
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' ufmecessar*ily puts l'u'mselggr herself in a more prominent role, and takes tirme
away from the candic-iavxtes. {A)time Limit ofj t~hir'ty seconds. was established fc;r ’
panelis'?s in the 1980 Re_agan-—Car'te(r' debate to pose their*.'questions. That same
- 'arbitr'ary t’ime limit hagi been the goal of panelists in the‘/third I}rgsi‘denti\al
v

‘
. . . : , as : .
6 This appears to allow too much «time for panelists to ask their

debate of 1976.
questions. ' By a:llowing up to thirty seconds per‘ﬁuestion,' debate sponsors did
little to encourage suceinct wo?ding 'by panelists. Even if the péneli)sts,in the
first half of {he Reagan-Carter debate had adhered to the time Yimitation (which
they did not)z a full twenty percent of the tj:al time would have been devoted 'to
panelist_s' questiohs_. The c;ontmuity of clash.between the candic}ates i; harmed .
when the panelists assume so iarge ;a_ part in the fo;:mat. But even with this
-

generous thirty second time allotment, many of the questior§s still went dvertime. ~ /

The average length of a question posed by the Reagan-'Carter panel was
.thir‘t?#thx‘ee seconds. Six of the eight originél questions7 were over the thirty

second standard. larry Fllis of the Christian Scie;m\ce Monitor ‘asked thetlongest

estions, averaging thirty-eight seconds to pose his original and follow-up qlies- °

,tions/ . \~.’if1iam Hi%liar’d of the Portland Oregonian asked the most succinct questions;
. -

all of his original and follow-up questions were under thirty seconds, f‘or: an aver-
age of twenty-six seconds. . Four of the eight. follow-up questions posed by th'e '
panelysts were over thirty seconds. Harry Ellis asked t‘hé iong;ast sij‘ngle question’
of the Reagan-Carter debate, taking ‘for*ty—seven secands to ask about the develop-
men"c of energ\; sources. He could have approached the same iss;le rnore quickly by
simply' asking, "How can the Uni%ed States be'st become energy inciepepdent, while

maintaining envirommental safeguards?" Instead, his question rambled for over '{
. |
|

one hundred words, The panel {or the Anderson;Reagm debate, however, was even

more verbose in its wording of questions. While the panel for the Reagan-Carter
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debate averaged about ninety-five words for each eoriginal question, the Anderson-

[4

Reagan panel averaged, gne hungred and fifteen words per original questian.
While sheer measurements of time are not necessarily indicative of wordy)qi'les- .
tigns,' the panelists' lengthy questions Lajn both debates reflects a failure to

. ™
phrase n#marks concisely, and a lack of appreciation of their limited role in

04

the debate.

N

2) Panelists should posg only a single question in each particular round.

Multiple questions (delivered under the guisé of a single question) create geverai
problems in the debate format. Such questions allo;v the @didate to choose
which of }:he questions he or she will adciress. Hence, the candidate gives the
impression of responsiveness, but avoids the more dangerous parts of the multi-*
ple question: An addition, multiple questions frequently ask the candidaté for
more than he can possil;ljénswer in the allotted time. Thig,difficulty can prompt
the candidate to fall back on previously prépared non-spontaneous statements. ‘
Such "worn coxrmor; places ,"' to use Bitzer and Rueter's term, rarely advance the

debate because oif» their generality and ambiguity. Such multiple questions are a

" key weaknese*in the -questioning practicés of many journalists. This weakness may

occur because journalists' questions to newsmakers aI;e seldom published or broad-
cast. Frequ‘ently, oqu the §Ot;lI‘Ce'S rgsponses aredisseminated in news accounts,
and journalists\can continue their "shotgun" method with no one being the wiser
as to the poor technique.t

This problem was particularly evere in the 1980 presidential debates. In
factv exactly half of the original questi/ons of each.panel contained muftipl*e

‘quem'.es. typical multiple question in the Anderson-Reagan debate camenfrom

‘Charles Co of* the Baltimore Sun, when he asked the candidates to outline

how they could build up current military forces, and if fhey would reinstate the

_draft under certain cir~c:urrstanqes.8 Corddry gven used the term "questions" when 4

| s/

0
-

3

-

b 4




7
beginfx_ing his request for candid.ate responsé. It is worth noting that Reagan
ohose not to answer the second question. One of the‘ multiple 1qu'est'ions in the
Re\agan-c_arter‘ debate came fr\om. Barbara Walters of ABC. In the f\irst part of the '
debate, her rpul{;iple ouestion asked the candidates tfor a policy to deal yith
terrorism, and, to assess what had been ledrned fmm\the experience of the Iran’
hostage cr'isis.9 'I“he unhappy ‘result of this multiple question was that Carter
answered the first question and ignored the second question, while Reagan dwelt
on the topic of the second question’ and overlooked the first question. ponse-
quently, {:he ‘candidates discuss‘ed separate topics until Reagan made the last
response in ‘the sequence,’ and indicated that he had "no quarrel" with coordinated
worldwide efforts to control .te,r*xwor,ism. This type of exchange hardly represents

,

"debate." , )
Multiple queshtions discourage focused debate. Panelists may feel that they
heli) pmﬁpt debate by submitting a variety of ques%ions under the guise of a
- s‘ingle question. But they actually accomplish sthe reverse. first of all, the
candidate can choose to answer the question th\a;t he is best prepared and willing A
to discuss, while still a}ﬁpearing to be responsive. In additi‘on, even if both -
questions are 'j_mportant and well-focused, it ils‘impr*actical to ask a oandidate to
deal with more than one question dumng the limited response time of two minutes

*

or less.

One aspect of the. questioning for’mat in the 1980 debates that dio aid in
, focusing the discussion was the excellent innovation to have the paoelists repeat
each main question verbatim to each candidate. This practice, which was not used
in the 1976 presidential debates, helped (except, perhaps, in cases of multiple |
questions) to avoid situations where the candidates talked on different subjects
. ~

rather than debating the same subject.

<

Ly
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3) 1f used, follow-up questions should-be directly related to the initial -

£y

, question. A solid follow-up question should be designed to expand or ciarify the
init{al response. It should not introduce a new area, pmmote redundancy, or
pursue a dlverslon created by the candldate s initial response

LY

Follow-upJquestion$ were only used during the first half of the Reagan-Carter

debate; they wexe not permitted at all in the Reagan-Andersdn debate. Although

-

D the press had criticized the lack of follo*%p questions in the Ree;gan-Anderson’

. debate, the quality of such questions in the Reagan—Car't:er debate was mixed at best.

For oné thing, most of the fol‘lcw—up questions were so carefully phrased that they -,
mist have been composed jn advance of the debate. Thus, these q_uestlons did not
spontaneously react to the answer. Hilliar*d's follow-up 'cluéstions on the future

[

of our multl—-racaal s001ety are examples' (p 17). Exactly' the same follow-up

question was presented to each candidate (even though. they had presented quite
different answers) and éhe f6llow-up question was onlSz remotely rela‘ted to the
original question. Obviously, Hilliard.did not react to the candidates' specific
answers in developing his follow-up. Instead, he was actually posing a second

-

question. .

\ s

Barbara Walters of ABC News had similar flaws in her follow-up questions.

For example, she asked Reagan what types of political regimes the United States
about policies for dealing with terrorists. On the other hand, Ellis' follow-up

fication of Reagan's plan to cut spending and afked exactly.which areas could

: \
should suppor't (p. 17)-—quite a tangent fram Her original question which asked ‘
‘ |
question to Reagan was a? effective one. Elli;jsked for an expansion and clari- |
i
|
\

feasibly be cut (p. 16). Marvin Stone of U.S. News and World Report also demon-

strated an effective use of follow-up qu%stioning. In response to Stone's ques-
v . . N\ .

tion on the use of militdry power, Carter discussed his role as a deliberate, W

El{l‘c s Ly, ' In . .




. of military policy.

) N ! R i‘ ! < g
careful military leader, while implying that Reagan Would more likely dignlpt
world peace. Stone's follow-up grew directly out of the initial question, when {
YA ) ' .

he asked Carter exactly when it would be necessary to cammit troops-to a.crisis

in the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, Iran, or Pakistan (p. 16)--a specific instance

[

»

4) The question should focus on an area of disagr*eemént between the candi-~

dates. A true debate cannot be redlized whe)ﬁ the eandidates are asked to discuss
an issue on which they agree. Obviously, such questions fail to differentiate

| . . -
the candidates for the*voters. The question should point to key disagreements,

. and should ask the candidate to clearly defend his position, while cc;ntrasting .

it to "the opponent's position. It is not{ sufficient to raise questions, even on
L] R ~ .

topics of major relevance to the audience, unless they prompt the candidates to*
: ) o -

"discuss their contrasting goals, or perhaps, their differihg avenues for achievirg/ . °
3 N -

Nt A
»

their goals.

. o,
The Anderson-Neagan panel had difficulty in asking the candidates to discuss

ooposing views. An example of this problem was evident in tpe question by Charles

Corddrr’ of the Raltimore Sun. The question asked the candidates to discuss how'

they would "fill the understrength,combat forces with numbers and quality without

&

reviving conscription," and whether they would propose a draft if it became

necessary (p. 10). . The ptmblem with this question (besides being a multiple ques-

tion) is that Anderson and Reagan were -in'basic agreemenf that the a:ﬁe&d' forces P

~

¢ould Be built up by pm\/;iding greatef incentives and rewards for service. Th
setting up the duestion, .Corddry even pé;.nlnted to the basic agreement between
Anderson a;'ld Reagan on 'theA’need for stronger defense, and their mutual opposition
to the draft. There was virtually np clash between the candida‘tes duriné this
se:ticg,ﬂ, except for when they disagreed oA the need fc;r the MX missile in the last

eo:cha.nge -- a topic only distantly related to the original question. Had the
)f’ v
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original question focused on the MX proposal, a vigorous debate might have

) '
ensued. ~

Similar problems occured in the questions from Jane Bryant Quinn of Newsweek.
She asked whether the candidates woyld publish their inflation forecasts within

two weeks (p. 11). of course, both Anderson and Reagan answered 'yes." For-

tunately, the debaters tock it upon themselves to seek out the area of disagr'ee;
ment. Reagan contended that 1nflatlon could be contmlled whlle at the same, time

cuttlng taxes. Anderson? on the other hand, argued that a tax cut would not be

J.mmedlately appropriate. ' »

e

It is likely that the; Anderson—Reagan panel had more trouble prompting the .
candidates to debate each other, because of the absence of Jlmmy Carter. Anderson
and Reagan were perhaps more anxious to launch a,.dual attack on Carter, than to

\
debate each other. But it should be the role of the panelists to focus on the

candidgtes actually in attendance Cer‘tamly, the panel in the second debate had

\
less trouble in finding areas of disagreement between Carter and Reagan.

. one‘technique that can effectively outline the point of disagreement for the

~

candidatés is to br*iefly' outline balances premises that show the debaters' con-’
* %

trasting stands. In such a case; the panelist provides the fr}amewor*k within
@ .

ﬁh’ich e candldate must operate. The panelist can do this by qulc}cly pomtmg
out\kthe premously stated positions of the candldates on an issué, or by out-
llm.ng realities of a situation tHat call for response in the candidate's answer.

Marvin Stone o'f U.S. News and Vorld Report did this very well when he raised the

issue of arms limitation. Stone indicated that while both candidates sought to

r

end the nuclear arms race with the Soviet Union, their methods to aceamplish the,
. M & -

“ goal were "vastly different" (p. 17). Carter endorsed SALT II, while Reagan want-

ed to negotiate a new treaty. The candidates were then asked to Fexplain why




.~

qtheir policy would work. Stone effectively outlined the disagfeemﬁént for

~

'candicia‘fées and audience alike.

5) The cpést-ion should- be “free ‘of bias. It should not work to the beneflt

- -

of one cand:.date over the other. This area provides a. f:me example of how a good
question for a political cleb;te differs fmm a good qu&stlon in another journal-

‘istic setting,’ such as a news nference studlo intervigw, or field interview.

A good debate question muSt “chall nge each canqj:date eqllally., whereas a question
in a typical journalistic setting’ can be mor?e pointed, and direéted toward weak-
" nesses of the particylar candldat‘e .bemg intervieved. .

While it. wouldg difficult to prove that any of the debate panelists'in-
.te.ntlonally injected blas into their quegtions, it was apparent in several cases
that a questlon was_ wordecl so that one candldate had an advan‘!:ag"'l A canpamson

’ of  the, Ande:son-Reagan panel to “the Reaéan—Carter‘ panel is mstructlve. Of the ,
six qu%nons presented by the flrst panel, three were p'hr*ased  Je) a{ to work to

the advantage of Anderson. An example would be the first question of the debate,

asked by Carol Looms of Fortune .magazine. At one point, Locm:Lskasked, "What

politically unpopular measurjes are you willing to endorse...?" >(p‘. 10). ThlS ques-
tion played into the har;ds of Anderson. Throughout his emﬁgi@, Andérson. -
clﬁimedﬂtha‘t/he was the only éan'aidate w‘illing to propose f?;tentially unpopular,
solutions in ordef to’ do what was best for the country. Tf\gé E_q\,}estior‘m eaéily al-
lowed the -indépendent to attack the proposed tax cuts of “the E‘major* party candidates,
and to :'mtr:oduce the fifty-cent gas tax that And;aféon had fr{g‘que.ntly used as an-
example ;>f the typé of sacrifice the American people woulcf néed to endure. In -
adc.litiop ,' the question imﬁlie’dxt'hat politicaliy unpopular ":me:a.sures are needed to
reduce inflation, in effect countering Reagan's plans to red\‘;ée inflation through

! ) . : . .

stimlating higher producfion. Anderson’was again favored in the very next question




P _ 12
when columnist Mel Greerberg asked the candidates to outline changes they would
require in the American lifestyle to save resources, particularly energy. He also
refer'red to "campa_lgn lullabies about minor conservation efforts and more produc-

tlon" (p. '10). This question amounted to dlsmlss:Lng Reagan's arguments before the

candldate even spoke, since "minor conservation efforts and more pI‘OdElC't:Lon" were
prec1sely the measures Reagan en!lorsed 'I'he envirommental isgue brought up by
Greenberg also was unfavorgble to Reagan, smce( the .easing of enviromental stand-
ards was another Reafan position. Anderson was wel_l set to take advantage of I
the question by say:m@ at one place, "I agree with what I think is the maj\or* pre-
mise of your duestion," and suggesting that Reagan had "a total mlsunder'standlng

of the energy crisis..." (p. 10). Questions such as these are not defective be-

cause they challenged Reagan's policies, but rather because_ they did so without

prov:.dlng a s:unllar' challenge to Anderson.
The Reagan—Car'ter panel, on the other hand, more skilifully phrased their
questions to avoid bias and to challenge each candidate equally. Two questions

tend to favor Reagan, perhaps, because 'they were based on current problems that

g

developed during the Carter administrat.on. Those two questions wereFllis' ques-
on inflation (p. 16), and Barbara Walters' question on a policy for dealing with
terrorism €. 17). Neither.of these questions, however, gave a major advantage
to Reggan. For orie thing, both matters would need the attention of the next
President, regardless of who wsn the election. Each'candidate facedl an equal

burden in outlinifxg his future pians for handling these problems. Also, both

. ¥
questions were devoid of such emotional catch-phrases as "campaign lullabies"

which suggested bias in one candidate's favor.

6) A question should reflect a tone of goodwill rather than h'o/stility.

In “the‘highly formalized structure of presidential debates, antagonistic and

v Fd‘
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snide approaches to‘questioning become quite inappropriate. Such approaches

L
.

draw attention away froixl excl:langes between, the candidages and divert it in

the direotion of the panelists. Such approaches also show a basic lack of re-
spect for the individual candidates. thile the c:andidetes and their views
should be scmtmlzed closely, it is important that it be done :Ln an atmosphere
of goodwill. It would be interesting to study how the audience's synpathles are
1nfluenped during an adversarial exchange between a panelist and cand.ldate but
that topic w111 not be con51dered her*e '

h. »
The first debate panel (Anderson-Reagan) showed glaring deficiencies in

13

terms of the tone of the questions. Five instances of inappropriate’ antagonism,

. *

or hostility occured. ’I'ne panel for"the second debate (Reagan—Carter) only had
four such instances, despite the fact that the panelists played a larger mle
in a longer debate. - - 7

In two cases, members of the Anderson-Reagan panel took it upon themselves
to serve as referees--a role they were not asked to play. Greenberg at one
point chastised the candidates for "r*epetitions of your campaign addresses,'" °
while ordering them to be responsive to the questions (p. 10). Soma Golden of

the llew York Times "joined in later by taking it upon herself to point out the

tax exempt status of churches (p. 11). These editorial remarks were clearly be-
yond- the proper role of a penelist, and indeed, made the panel a third side in

the debate.
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Another example of an unnecessarily adversarial tone came from Jane Bryant

Quinn of Newsweek when she threateningly announced that she would call on Anderson

two weeks after the debate for the inflation forecast whic}} he promised (p. 11).
This tone not only suggested a hint of doubt that the foreeast would be forthcom-
ing, but set the stage to carry on this antagonistic encounter beyond the debate.
Other pleas by panelists for the candidates to 'be specifio" or "commit yourself

15
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here, tonight" simply indicated a journalistiq paranoia that candidates would not

answer oompletely, and reﬂected cynlc1sm about what the candidates did say.

Barbara ‘Walters of ABC was responsible for aJ.l but one of the mappropmate
panel remarks in the second debate. The most obv1ous example of an obnoxious
question came when Walters asked the candidates to explain their opponent's ‘ .
"greatest weakness" (p‘.\18). The question was ainu‘.lar to some heard at press
conferehcescused to promote boxing matches. Chances are slim that the candidates
will éc':tually "slug it out" in res.ponse to such a quéstion In spite of several
jabs during- the debate, the candldates were obVJ.ously av01d1.ng the sort of mud-

A} ~r

slinging Walters appa:rently tried to prowoke, The dlscu3510n in respons?a to the

question ra{nbled far and wide, from party tradltféﬁé;to nuclear weapons, to

T goverrment interference, to the "miser;l index," to equal rights for" wamen, to
deregulatlm of mdustmes to the working man, to Southern heritage, and on and on.

Perhaps same of the panelists have a misguided notion that it is their re-

sponsibility to phovoke a debate, or worse yet, that they should debate the )
candidates. But their job shouid be only; to raise the propositions for debate.
The candidates';nu‘st themselves 'Ihake the effort to debate, and clash over the .
issuyes. The journalists may want to cut new ground in the campaign, but they can
better serve their function in political debates by removing themselves as the

candidates' adversaries.

7) Questlons should call for the explanation and justification of sxgnlflcant

i b e smre

b e et~ . ——

Eollcn.es. First, the questlon should be significant from a topical standpoint.
The topic of a particular questlon should concern central issues of the campalgn,

and again, %eal with areas in which the candldates differ. It is the f)anel's

]

.

responsibility, as a'whole, to see that topics of concern to voters are put for*th.,
Perhaps the greatest topical failure of the Anderson-Reagan panel was the amission

of any question dealing with foreign policy. This oversight seems Jrore grave when

; ¢
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ing at the second debate panel, one must question the significance of

v -

uestion on candidate weaknesses. Supposedly, the candidates had al-

- tural policies and the use of American farm production in foreign policy--a topic

of same impdrtance given the candidates differing policies on the U.S. grain em-
bargo to thel Soviet Union, Overall, however, the Reagan-Carter panel did a credible

job of keeping the debate centered on important issues. Even though both of Marvin

Stone's questions dealt with military matters, separate crucial issues in this area

were raised--the use of military power in certain circumstances, and the future
: of arms limitdtions talks.

The response calle-d for in the question should provide; the candidates suit-

able opportunity to explain their ideas. For example, Loomis and Greenberg of the

Andersanp-Reagan) panel afked the candidates to deal with the problems of inflation
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The qués:tion should require' a sophisticated responsé on the impor'tapt issue.
Such responses include analysis, e~valua1.:ion, or prediction. Simple, closéd
questions are seldom signific;nt because they require little insight on the part
of the candidate, who is really only being asked to say 'yes" or "no." "Yes-no"
questions frequently call for what would be an obviou$ answer. For example, Ellis
asked the candidates in the second debate, "...can inflation in fact be contmiled?"
(p. 16). Walters asked, "...do you have a policy fé)r dealing with terrorism?" (p. 17).
(bviocusly, neither candidate will risk hurting himself politically with a negative
answer. Hence, the question should be éhrased so as to require eacq candidate’' to
jué‘cifx his policy. Walters complained that neither candidate outlined a specific‘ ‘
ter'ré'rist polzicy,’ but ..éhe only asked whether they had such a policy; she did not

ask them to outline it.

T Tnis analysis. reveals that fir the 19806 presidential debates; thesecond de=———
* ) - .

»~

bate i)anel performed much better than the first debate panel. ‘The success resulted

s
from the ability, of the Reagan-Carter panel to remove itself fram the center stage.

Their questions were shorter, had less of an adversarial tone, more cl:aar‘ly identi-

fied areas of disagreement between the candidates, and were more significant on

a campaign-wide basis. Although .other factors came into play, it is not’ewor't'hy.

that questions in the second debate provcked more exchanges between the candidates.

Finally, there is a pragmatic reason for journalists to take a low profile in the

debate: if the candic-iates fail to engage in stimulating debate, the journalists
777 on the panel are less likely to ﬁé’hohldéi*”ﬁv{éwbﬁﬁéﬁvbwfhﬂ‘még blame, leaving only

the candidates to account for their gwn reluctance to participate in a candid

public ‘discus‘,sion.

Political candidates prepaie for debates by devoting several .days to rese s
and the study of previocus political debaters. It wouid be fruitful for the panelists
to prepare similarly by researchir;g what the public's concerns are in the camﬁaign, ‘

Q Y.
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and weaknesses .of questioning by previous debate panelists. In the wafg¢ of the

Q1976 and 1980 presidential debates, journalists are serving in hundred$ of cam-

coﬁtests. Sane of these debates are televised, others are on radio,
others occur only before a live audience of inte;ested vo”te;rs. In all cas'es,’
however, the debates can be enhanced by the ciuality of the jéumalis ts' questions.
/By applying the typeskof criteria suggested in this essay to the sellection aﬁd

phrasing of debate questions, a more focused and valuable exchange betweek the

—
-

. ~
&

candidates can be realized.
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